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“Praying in a Lonely Place” 

 

 Alright – another healing story in Mark…we can let the writer know we are 

starting to get the picture.  Jesus is one who heals.  Last week he was casting out 

demons and unclean spirits, this week his curing even physical ailments.  In a 

foreshadowed nod to the resurrection, Jesus takes Simon’s mother-in-law by the hand, 

raises her up, and she is healed; freed from her fever and freed to engage in service.  

Notice the intention of the healing – it’s not so she can go back to enjoying life or just 

so she can feel fine, but she is restored to health so she can engage in service.  Her 

ailment was preventing her from serving, it was preventing her from living out her faith.  

With all these healing stories in this concise Gospel, we are getting the message that 

restoring people back to fullness is integral to Jesus’ purpose on earth.  Healing is 

central to Jesus’ ministry, healing is central to what Jesus does in our own lives, and 

central to how we as a church live out our call to discipleship. 

 But there’s something else that Jesus does in this morning’s reading that warrants 

our attention as well:  After the whirlwind sabbath, teaching in the synagogue, casting 

out demons, and healing Simon’s mother-in-law, he gets up in the wee morning hours, 

goes off to a deserted place, and prays.  Alone.  In the dark.  He disengages from the 

situation, from the crowds of people cramming into that little house, from the people 
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asking him to heal them, too.  He sneaks out in the early morning to pray by himself.  

He finds the time – he makes the time – to escape his public ministry to be alone, with 

God, in a deserted place. 

 We live in a world where being busy is an expectation.  Even for those of us in 

control of our time and our schedules, we manage to pack our lives full of stuff to the 

point where we become controlled by our own harried schedules.  Crammed calendars 

seem to reduce us to robotic humans going through the motions of life, one predictable 

week after another; even one predictable year after another.  All in the name of good 

parenting, or having a good work ethic, or wanting to prove our worth by doing more 

and more, we fall victim to this idol of busyness.  In a culture founded on a strong work 

ethic and pulling yourself up by your own bootstraps, busyness is a siren song that calls 

our names and tempts us with the rewards of feeling valued, having self-worth, and 

maintaining a reputable social status.  To resist its seduction is to be labeled as lazy, 

lacking ambition, or selfish.  There is an expectation that we will be busy. 

 Both of my parents were hard workers.  My dad was a mechanical engineer and 

part owner of a hydro-turbine business.  My mom was a high-level information systems 

supervisor in an insurance company.  They left for work by 7 and were never home 

before 6.  On top of this, they raised my sister and me – attending sporting events, 

volunteering with girl scouts, and taking us to church.  They served on church boards, 

and even found time to hang out with friends.  A few years ago they both retired and 

moved permanently into their beach house in Bethany Beach, Delaware.  I was 
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somewhat concerned with how they were going to go from 100 miles per hour to, well, 

everyone seems to drive 30 miles per hour around there.  (Which is a challenge for the 

Philadelphia driver in me…) 

 Well let me tell you, I can’t say how many phone calls start with one of them 

saying, “Oh we’re just so busy…”  There’s this church meeting, and Taco Tuesday 

every week, and they had to get the house ready for a dinner party.  I was stunned!  How 

could they transition from 50 hour work weeks, plus the rest of life, to full-time 

retirement and still consider themselves just as busy?  It seems with the status of “busy” 

concrete facts don’t matter much; this state of being isn’t quantifiable.  We live in a 

world where busy is the status quo, no matter what your age or stage in life.  Busy is a 

way of life. 

 There are real ways that our time is not our own:  the demands of parenting, the 

need to work as many hours as possible, tending to sick parents, and other 

responsibilities that we truly cannot let go.  But there are ways that our time is our own, 

and how we choose to use that time is our choice.  Jesus here is probably sacrificing 

more sleep, choosing instead to go off into the wilderness to pray by himself.  Or he 

could have woken up early to cure more of the people who were begging for his 

attention, choosing instead to go off into the wilderness to pray by himself.  He makes 

the time, or finds the time, for what is important; for what he needs for his own spiritual 

health and well-being. 
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 Jesus is showing us the rhythm of leading a life of faith:  entering into ministry, 

retreating into his own spiritual nourishment, entering into ministry, retreating into his 

own spiritual nourishment, care for others, care for self, care for others, care for self.  

Last week we spoke of our call as disciples to be engaged in ministry; healing the world 

of unclean spirits; doing our part to continue Jesus’ mission to cast off that which denies 

us of our true, God-made selves.  Today this passage challenges us and reminds us of 

our need to tend to our own souls; our own spiritual nourishment, lest we get depleted, 

worn-out, or burned-out doing the work of ministry. 

 For my continuing education several years ago, I was part of a program titled, 

“Women Touched by Grace” which was a group of 19 clergywomen, who met at a 

Benedictine monastery in Indianapolis.  Twice a year, for 2 years, we met for 10 days 

each.  A long enough time to disengage from life as usual and spend time tending to our 

own souls.  We studied spiritual practices, learned the art of reading scripture slowly 

and prayerfully, walked a labyrinth, and even spent days in silence.  We learned how to 

do what Jesus did here in Mark.  We went off to a deserted place and prayed; 

disengaging from our work of ministry.  The resounding impact on each of us was that 

this break restored our souls, strengthened our calling to serve the church, and deepened 

our own connections with God. 

 On first thought, this idea of taking a break and stepping back has a lot of appeal 

– to catch one’s breath and retreat from all the demands on our time and on ourselves.  

But praying in a deserted place, as Jesus did, is not as easy as it first seems – to be alone 
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with ourselves, without things needing to get done, without a job to do, without a 

purpose except to just be – alone with ourselves…alone with God – can be a challenge. 

 Being alone is not as easy or desirable or as pleasurable as we may like to believe.  

Perhaps this is the real reason why we can’t seem to find any time to do it.  Being alone 

drops us down a layer into ourselves, without all the drama and to-do of everyday life.  

Without the work and distractions and ditadit of things to do, we are more in touch with 

who we are.  And when we spend some time in that place, breathing deeper, more 

slowly; as we settle in with who we are, we become more aware of the things that 

trouble our souls.  We are awakened to our own struggles; the pain of the past brings 

feelings of grief and loss.  The self-doubt and questioning our life’s decisions brings 

feelings of regret and uncertainty.  The big questions of what is our life’s purpose, what 

am I really doing with myself can bring up great anxiety.  Being alone with ourselves is 

not always easy. 

 But when we endure; when we persist through the feelings and sit with ourselves, 

unbound by what we are doing, unattached to the labels of parent, worker, friend, 

church member, doer, we exist just as we are, beautiful children of God, full of flaws 

and missteps, but loved anyway and showered with grace.  When we spend time alone 

with ourselves, we enter into a God space, where our connection to the divine is close, 

when our need for God’s grace is unavoidable, when the presence of God is 

unmistakable.  In this vulnerable place, when we are open to the grit of who we are, 
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God fills us with grace, love, compassion, and vision, and sends us back, out to the next 

town, out to the next city to heal the world. 

 Some translations state that Jesus went out to a lonely place, rather than a 

deserted place; there were no deserts in that area, and perhaps the emphasis is on the 

fact that he was alone.  He didn’t take his disciples out there with him; he retreated by 

himself, to engage God and fill his soul for the task at hand.  Jesus was able to be fully 

engaged in his work and his ministry because he retreated in prayer and solitude.  He 

did not get overwhelmed or consumed by the evils, the sickness, the demands of the 

world.  Attention to his own soul, and who he was, allowed him to heal and preach and 

teach without getting so enmeshed in his mission and his people to the point of burn-

out.  He kept his spirit strong and was able to engage in ministry without the hurt and 

pain of the world totally overwhelming him.  Jesus was a tireless worker, it would be 

hard to doubt that; but he had good boundaries; he was not enmeshed with his sheep, 

with those he was shepherding, but he was able to remain separate, even has he showed 

them compassion and healed their ailments. 

 As we engage the world as Jesus’ disciples, we have a similar call.  Some 

theologians say that as disciples we are “in the world but not of the world.”  There is a 

sense that we are deeply engaged and committed to being in the heart of the 

downtrodden, the depressed, the disenfranchised, those who are hurting and mistreated; 

we are called to the streets where drugs are dealt and people are shot and women can’t 

feed their children – but we aren’t consumed by these problems; we aren’t overwhelmed 
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by these peoples’ situations in a way that makes us overly involved and unable to truly 

help.  We engage and disengage, we are called into ministry and called into a time of 

spiritual renewal, we are called to care for the world and called to care for ourselves. 

 As a congregation, we, too, need to be tending to our spirit, spending time in 

reflection and prayer, in silence and in study.  To deplete ourselves with outward 

ministry does not do our call to be the hands and feet of Christ in the world proper care 

and nurture.  There are many siren calls to martyrdom, but the church is not one of 

them.  The world will ask of you too much time, too much energy, one more meeting, 

too much, too much.  Our jobs, our culture, the busy world in which we live will keep 

asking for more of you.  God’s desire is not to use you up and deplete your soul, but to 

build you up and fill your soul and use your strength to heal the world.  God’s desire is 

not for you to be empty and worn-out, but for us to be satiated with grace and energized 

to build up God’s kingdom.  God’s desire is not for you to get lost in the needs of 

others, but for you to be grounded and rooted in your identity as a child of God, before 

you are parent, teacher, employee, friend, athlete, student, spouse, partner, child. 

 We are edging closer to the season of Lent, a time in the church year that gives us 

space to pause from the doing and focus on the being.  Lent is a six-week season that 

invites us to be closer with God and closer with ourselves; it is a time to sit with the 

cracks in our own lives and allow God’s grace to fill every one of them.  I’ve often 

struggled with this season, as it’s gotten a bad reputation for being a time when we get 

overwhelmed with guilt and shame and are supposed to think about all the things we’ve 
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ever done wrong in our lives.  With movies like “The Passion of the Christ,” the death 

of Jesus is sensationalized and Mel Gibson manages to make the whole season of Lent 

seem like a dark cloud of guilt and shame following us around until the Easter 

Resurrection.  We all have enough guilt and shame in our lives and we don’t need 

another 40 days to sink deeper into it and just feel bad about ourselves.  So as a church 

we can reclaim this Lenten season as a time to retreat, to go with Jesus to that deserted 

place, disengaged from so much doing, to be with God, with ourselves, strengthening 

our relationship with the divine. 

 Next week we will read about the Transfiguration, and the mountain top 

experience of the disciples witnessing Jesus’s shining glory, before heading into our six 

week season of Lenten reflection.  While our busy lives will continue and our 

responsibilities to care for the world and certain people in our lives remain, I pray as a 

church we can use this season to retreat, even if just in our hearts and minds, to dwell in 

the word of God more intentionally, to build up our own souls and our own calls to 

discipleship, to connect with God in a way that reminds us at the core of everything, 

when all else is stripped away – every role and every responsibility, at the heart of it all, 

we are human beings, created in God’s image, claimed as a child of God, rooted in that 

basic identity. 

 Strengthened as disciples and renewed as a church, then we can engage in the 

hard work of meaningful ministry, unafraid to venture into the world’s deep, deep 

darkness, unafraid to go to the death and evil that plagues the world, shining the light of 
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Christ from a place of great strength, proclaiming the abundance of God’s grace, 

preaching the depth of God’s mercy shown to us through Jesus Christ.  Thanks be to 

God.  Amen. 

 


